The range of the lesser prairie chicken has been mapped ( The exact limits of the original range of the lesser prairie chicken cannot be clearly defined, for few early records make a distinction between the lesser prairie chicken and the greater (T. cupido pinnatus), which was also a native of north and central Texas. Even during the time of wide distribution, the lesser prairie chicken may have been only a winter migrant in the southernmost part of its range in Texas. A number of the earliest settlers of Throckmorton and Young counties, when interviewed during the 1930's, were in agreement that the prairie chicken was confined to the sandy grasslands to the north during the breeding season. They knew the prairie chicken only as a winter migrant.
1A contribution from the Wildlife Restoration Division, Texas Game and Fish Commission, Federal Aid Projects W-11-D and W-45-R.
Sometime about the turn of the last century, the lesser prairie chicken is believed to have reached its greatest abundance in the Texas Panhandle. A patchwork of homesteader farms interrupted the continuity of the grasslands without any great amount of infringement on the area of the latter, and the introduction of dryland grain sorghums provided a supplemental source of winter food for the prairie chicken. These years of greatest abundance were also years of unrestricted slaughter. Railways ran specials for sportsmen to such towns as Higgins in Lipscomb County and placed iced cars on sidings for preservation of the kill.
By 1930, cultivated land was encroaching on Panhandle grasslands to the point of restricting the prairie chicken range and blocking ancestral travel patterns. In the meantime, prairie chickens had established the habit of feeding on winter grain shocks, thus becoming more vulnerable to hunters and indignant farmers alike. (Fig. 1) Wartime dislocations of personnel terminated the prairie chicken project, and it was not possible to resume the drummingground census until 1952, when it was included as part of a study of game trends under the Panhandle Regulatory Survey Project. Since then, the census has been carried out annually.
Drumming-ground counts are conducted during April, when courtship activities reach a peak. It has been found that the number of males using a ground at that time is relatively stable from day to day, and repeat counts are seldom necessary.
DESCRIPTION OF STUDY AREAS
The study areas, as established in 1941, are designated as Sites I and II and are located respectively in Hemphill and Wheeler counties. Site I is a 100,000-acre block of grassland lying north of the Canadian River. Along the southern edge, the area consists of deep, sandy soils in a stabilized dune-type terrain. Northward, it levels to firmer soils of the sage-grassland type. Woody species, in addition to the dominant sand sagebrush (Artemisia filifolia), are Chickasaw plum (Prunus angustifolia) and fragrant sumac (Rhus aromatica). Plum and sumac are a conspicuous part of the association on stabilized dunes.
Site Large-scale brush-control programs are being put in operation at an accelerating rate. The elimination of sand sagebrush, shin oak, and other woody cover, if concurrent with or followed by heavy grazing, results in plant communities to which the lesser prairie chicken does not readily adjust.
2,4,5-T. The objective was to control or eliminate brush and weeds. Although only a 25 percent kill was accomplished, acorn production was prevented for 2 years. The loss of a key supply of winter food could not have been other than an adverse influence on prairie chickens. Its effects were apparent in a lower count in the 1958 census.
Large-scale brush-control programs are being put in operation at an accelerating rate. The elimination of sand sagebrush, shin oak, and other woody cover, if concurrent with or followed by heavy grazing, results in plant communities to which the lesser prairie chicken does not readily adjust.
Nearly all of the cultivated fields in ranch country are being retired to grassland. A considerable acreage has been placed under the Soil Bank program of the U. S. Department of Agriculture. Many of these areas have produced good stands of tallgrasses within the recent wet years and provide good nesting cover for prairie chickens. They provide a bright spot in an otherwise not very promising picture.
We believe that the present population of lesser prairie chickens in the Texas Panhandle is not much greater than 3,000 birds. Whether this relic number can increase or even survive in the fast-changing environment seems doubtful. Table 1 . These flock counts in Chase and Keith counties suggested that population surveys in Nebraska can be most efficiently conducted in the winter, when efforts can be directed towards areas where concentrations of chickens occur.
During the period of the 1941-42 flock
